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Trends in adolescent drug abuse have been systematically measured for over two decades 
by the Monitoring the Future Survey, conducted by the Institute for Social Research at the 
University of Michigan 1 . Since 1991 this survey was administered annually to roughly 50,000 
students nationwide in grades 8, 10, and 12. Prior to that, since 1975, it was administered to 
12th graders only, and formerly known as the High School Senior Survey. It provides a useful 
snapshot of past and present trends in drugs of abuse among adolescents, based on their own 
self-reported data. 

Monitoring the Future Survey Results 

The three most prevalent drugs of abuse by adolescents are: alcohol, cigarettes, and marijuana. 
As shown in the accompanying table, current use of all other drugs of abuse falls at or below 
the 5% level {with the exception of smokeless tobacco). ‘'Current’' or “past month" use is 
defined as any use within the past 30 days. 

The overall rate of drug use among adolescents declined since 1975 (see graph below), 
although marijuana and cigarette use among students at all three grade levels actually 
increased during the 1990s {with slight declines from 1997 to 1998). 

Marijuana use was at its highest level among the class of 1978, with 37.1% reporting use 
within the past 30 days. From there it declined to an all-time low in 1992 of 11.9%. But during 
the 1990s, marijuana use increased across all grade levels. From 1991 to 1997, current 
marijuana use rose from 3.2% to 9.7% among 8th graders. Among 10th graders from 1992 
to 1997, current marijuana use rose from 8.1% to 20.5%. For high school seniors, marijuana 
use rose from its all-time low of 11.9% in 1992 to 23.7% in 1997. During approximately the 

Past Month Use of Substances by 12 Graders: 1975-1998 


Percent of Students 
100 % 



SOURCE: Monitoring the Future Survey, Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan, 1999. 
PAST MONTH USE = any use in past 30 days. 
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THE HAZELDEN EXPERIENCE 

Hazelden treats young people with substance abuse 
problems at facilities in Minnesota and Chicago. In 1998, the 
Hazelden Center for Youth and Families located in Plymouth, 
Minnesota, provided primary residential addiction treatment 
services to 606 young people ages 14 to 24. Most patients 
abused multiple substances, and accordingly entered 
treatment with multiple diagnoses. Overall, 81% had a 
diagnosis involving both alcohol and drugs, 15% a drug 
diagnosis only, and 5% an alcohol diagnosis only. At the 
time of admission, drug-specific patient diagnoses were as 
follows: 86% marijuana dependent; 66% alcohol dependent; 
30% cocaine dependent; 21% hallucinogen dependent; 19% 
amphetamine dependent; and 17% opioid dependent. 

CONTROVERSIES & QUESTIONS 

Drug abuse patterns and trends vary considerably within and 
across communities. These differences are often undetected 
by large, population-based national surveys. Therefore, it 
is critical for communities to persist in their attempts to 
acquire and utilize locally generated data and information 
about current trends in drug abuse among their youth. 

HOWTO USE THIS INFORMATION 

In spite of continued and sometimes exclusive emphasis on 
the dangers and problems associated with illegal drug abuse, 
the most prevalent drugs of abuse among adolescents are 
the ones that are legal within adult American society: alcohol 
and cigarettes. The fact that 52% of high school seniors are 
current alcohol users, is startling in light of the legal drinking 
age of 21 in all 50 states. Adolescents impaired by alcohol 
and other drugs are at increased risk of injury, car crashes, 
falls, burns, drowning, and suicide. Tobacco-related disease 
is the leading cause of preventable death in the United 
States. Adolescents who smoke cigarettes are many times 
more likely to use alcohol and other illegal drugs . The harm 
caused by marijuana abuse is reflected in the prevalence of 
marijuana dependence among treatment admissions. 

This information can assist educators, community leaders, 
policy makers, and parents, and better inform the planning 
and delivery of prevention, intervention, law enforcement, 
and treatment services targeted toward youth. 
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same time period, the survey also found changing youth attitudes about marijuana, specifically 
a decline in the percent of students who believe marijuana is harmful, and a decline in the 
percent of students who disapprove of its use. 

Marijuana is also increasingly used in combination with other drugs, such as phencyclidine 
(PCP) and crack cocaine, and in combination with other chemicals such as formaldehyde 
(embalming fluid), known in some parts of the country as “fry/' or "wets" . 

The highest rate of cigarette smoking among seniors occurred in 1976 when nearly 40% of 
seniors smoked (38.8%). This was followed by a gradual decline, reaching an all-time low of 
27.8% in 1992. But like marijuana, use of cigarettes by adolescents also increased throughout 
the 1990s. For high school seniors, current use of cigarettes in 1998 was 35.1%, only slightly 
lower than the peak rate of 38.8% in 1976. Among 8th graders, from 1991 to 1996, current 
cigarette use rose from 14.3% to 21.9% and declined slightly to 19.1% in 1998. Among 10th 
graders use rose from 20.5% in 1991 to 30.4% in 1996, and fell to 27.6% in 1998. 

Generally, the older the age of the student, the more likely the current abuse of alcohol, 
tobacco, and other drugs. The single exception to this is inhalants. These solvents and 
household chemical products, never designed for intentional inhalation, when abused 
chronically cause severe and often irreversible brain, tissue, and organ damage. There is a high 
potential for respiratory arrest even with a single, first-time use. Current use of these poisons is 
more often reported by younger vs. older students. In 1998, 4.8% of 8th graders reported use, 
compared with 2.3% of 12th graders. 


Percent of Students Reporting Past Month Use of Selected Substances - 1 998 


SUBSTANCE 

% OF 12TH GRADERS 

% OF 10TH GRADERS 

% OF 8TH GRADERS 

Alcohol 

52.0 

38.8 

23.0 

Been Drunk 

32.9 

21.1 

8.4 

Cigarettes 

35.1 

27.6 

19.1 

Marijuana 

22.8 

18.7 

9.7 

Smokeless Tobacco 

8.8 

7.5 

4.8 

Stimulants 

4.6 

5.1 

3.3 

Hallucinogens 

3.8 

3.2 

1.4 

LSD 

3.2 

2.7 

1.1 

Inhalants 

2.3 

2.9 

4.8 

Cocaine 

2.4 

2.1 

1.4 

Other Opiates 

2.4 


— 

Tranquilizers 

2.4 

2.2 

1.2 

MDMA (Ecstasy) 

1.5 

1.3 

0.9 

Steroids 

1.1 

0.6 

0.5 

PCP 

1.0 



Heroin 

0.5 

0.7 

0.6 


SOURCE: Monitoring the Future Survey. Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan, 1999. 
PAST MONTH USE = any use in past 30 days. 
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The 1990s have also seen growth in the abuse 
of a group of substances known as “club drugs," 
that tend to be found in nightclub settings and are 
typically abused by people in late adolescence 
and early adulthood. “Club drugs" include: MDMA, 
known as "ecstasy," a stimulant drug with mild 
hallucinogenic properties; ketamine, known 
as "Special K,” a drug that is primarily used in 
veterinary medicine, which in humans produces 
disassociative states; and most recently GHB, 
gamma-hydroxy buterate, a central nervous system 
depressant not approved for medical use in the 
United States . The depressant effects of GHB in 
humans can result in overdose deaths especially 
when used in combination with other substances. 

Adolescents recreationally abuse some over-the- 
counter cold preparations, particularly those 
containing dextromethorphan and ephedrine, by 
taking dosages well in excess of the recommended 
amounts. Nutritional supplements, not currently 
under the regulatory jurisdiction of any Federal 
agency such as the US Food and Drug 
Administration, are also substances of abuse 
among adolescents. Methylphemdate, a stimulant 
drug medically prescribed in the treatment of 
Attention-Deficft/Hyperactivity Disorder to school 
children, also appeared as a drug of abuse among 
adolescents in the 1990s . 
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